Upper airway epithelial structural changes in obstructive sleep-disordered breathing.
The etiology of upper airway collapsibility in patients with snoring and obstructive sleep apnea (OSA) remains unclear. Structural mucosal changes could be contributory factors. The objective of this study was to determine whether pathologic changes in the epithelium or the epithelial-connective tissue interface are present in patients with snoring and/or OSA by means of scanning electron microscopy and immunohistochemistry. Uvulae were obtained by uvulopalatopharyngoplasty from three patients with habitual snoring and nine patients with mild to severe OSA, as well as by dissection from 43 nonsnoring body donors. Scanning electron microscopy revealed structural changes in the epithelial-connective tissue boundary that significantly differed from age-related changes in the control subjects. The immunohistochemical staining with antibodies against epithelial cytokeratins showed differences in the expression pattern of cytokeratin 13 between patients and control subjects. No differences were found in the distribution pattern of laminin. Analysis of defense cells revealed a significant diffuse infiltration of leukocytes, mainly T cells, inside the lamina propria of the patient group, which was not observed in the control group. In conclusion, these results support the hypothesis that progressive structural changes in the mucosa caused by the trauma of snoring are a possible contributory factor to upper airway collapsibility.